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Kirsten Hastrup. Culture and History in Medieval Iceland: An Anthropological Analysis

of Structure and Change. Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1985. Pp. xii + 285. 6 maps.
$34.50.

It is a common dysfunction of scholars, particularly medieval historians, to fear grand

syntheses and all-encompassing explanations. This is less frequently a disease among
anthropologists, and in fact in anthropologists of a structuralist bent there is no reticence

whatsoever, but positive delight in the big, the general, the quasi- and the just plain
theoretical. And in the best French tradition they often construct their models par écartant

les faits. Kirsten Hastrup is a structuralist more influenced by Levi-Strauss than Evans-

Pritchard; she is also a trained anthropologist. This is both good and bad news. The
Icelandic materials are as well suited as any to historical ethnography and anthropological

analysis, especially given the convergence of Icelandic and anthropological obsessions
with genealogy and kinship. The types of questions anthropologists tend to ask, with the
solid social focus they usually bring to their materials, are just what Old Icelandic studies
need. Literary scholars and traditional historians can only benefit from the methodological
cross-fertilization. Kirsten Hastrup's new book will serve the dual purpose of introducing
scholars of medieval Iceland and Old Norse to anthropological literature and anthropologists to the world of the medieval Icelanders.

The book begins and concludes with a methodological justification of historical
ethnography. The discussion reveals nothing particularly startling and is, in fact, hard to
disagree with. The problems historians and anthropologists face with their subjects are

found to be comparable, and the author reaffirms Maitland's and Evans-Pritchard's view
that the divorce of these disciplines is harmful to both, but especially, from Hastrup's point

of view, to anthropology. The book is divided into two main parts, with part one, entitled

Systems of Classification, devoted to the treatment of "semantic fields." Individual
chapters deal with temporal and spatial categories, kinship, social and political structure,
and cosmography. Part two discusses changes in these fields through time during the

period of what the author calls the Freestate. (This is a term that I would think an
anthropologist would have been more wary of using, since it appears to conclude, without
discussion, the very doubtful issue of whether or not medieval Iceland of the tenth-thirteenth

centuries should be characterized as a state.) In this part the author devotes chapters to
ecology and demographic changes, religious and social transition, law, and the fall of the
Freestate. The listing of chapter topics should reveal the comprehensiveness of Hastrup's
work, a strategy no doubt suggested by the conventions of the ethnographic style. The
book's breadth will be considered a virtue by some; others will find that the individual
topics suffer from it. Take, for instance, the discussion of temporal categories. The "aim of
the ... chapter is to reconstruct the system of time categories of the ancient Icelanders, and

to demonstrate the extent to which time and temporal categories were locked into
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The author does not spend much time troubling with primary sources other than
Grágás. And even with Grágás we see provisions cited as evidence of various things, as, for

instance, kinship systems, without any critique of the intentions with which the law text
might have been written. The author works primarily from older secondary material. In
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Sometimes the models make for scholarly melodrama. Thus, a disorder in the models
prompts a kind of private apocalypse causing the disorder of the model to spill into the real

world. We find, for instance, that "the juridical pin-pointing of the 'anomalous' categories
leaves us with a picture of the Icelandic Freestate as if in a permanent battle against acute
disorder" (pp. 117-1 8). This is not a reference to the turmoil of the Sturlung period, but to
the introduction into the laws of the classifications oileiglendingr, leysingr, hrisungr, and

hornungr ("tenant, freedman, son conceived by a slave woman but born after she was

freed," and a "son born to a slave and a free woman"), which to Hastrup are the
"anomalous categories" that upset the symmetry of a supposed original opposition of free
and unfree (p. 1 1 7). The proposed cause of the acute disorder is as counterintuitive as it is
anti-climactic.

As long as the author avoids the private language her models often engender, her
exposition is clear, in spite of a very intrusive use of inverted commas to indicate private or

specialized meanings for particular words and phrases. On page 1 76 alone there are eleven
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such instances. I offer an example of the difficulty on
more theoretical discussions:

Generally, by multiple reference to 'demographic' information obtaining at
many levels and in a variety of sources, there seems to be circumstantial evidence

that Icelandic society became gradually more and more marked by 'distorted
class-structures and group ratios' (cf. Ardener 1972b: 125). Here the distortion is
viewed primarily in relation to the classification into classes. In this sense demog-

raphy worked against the reproduction of the social reality. The parameters of
self-identification comprised a specific relationship between classes and groups
of people; that is, they comprised the 'vertical' model of social classification based

on clearly digital distinctions between the social classes (cf. eh. 4). The realization
of this model was impeded by socio-demographic changes. This is where demog-

raphy can be said to have caused (further) social changes.
It will be recalled that the Icelanders had available an alternative system of
social classifications, one of center and periphery, or of 'analogue' differences
between more or less powerful and worthy people. This model was left unaffected

by the demographic changes; or it is perhaps more correct to say that while the
vertical model was gradually undermined, the horizontal model was continuously

enforced- not only in population numbers but also by the constitution of the
population [p. 177].
The first paragraph is a rather complicated way to say that social classes were gaining or
losing members at different rates. The second is an assertion for which very little evidence

is adduced, but which is true, I suppose, by definition, since the horizontal model disposes

of the issue of variable class reproduction by disposing of classes.
In spite of the negatives in this review I expect this book to have a fairly great impact in

the world of Icelandic studies. It represents a fresh approach, and there can be no doubt
that its anthropological focus will benefit Icelandic studies. But the value of the book for
the literary critic and the historian will be in the concerns it evinces, in the questions it
raises, rather than in the substance of its arguments and the conclusions it draws.
William Ian Miller

University of Michigan Law School

lorn Pio. Nye veje til folkevisen. Gyldendal, Kobenhavn, 1985. Pp. 344. Dkr. 188.
lorn Pio, principal archivist at Dansk Folkemindesamling (Danish Folklore Archives)
and resident scholar at the Laboratorium for Folkesproglig Middelalderlitteratur (Centre
for Medieval Vernacular Literature, Odense University), proffers a new theory of ballad
origins in his recently published dissertation, Nye veje til folkevisen. Taking issue with the

traditional description of the Danish ballad asan originally aristocratic, medieval narrative

song, reaching nineteenth-century rural singers by a process oi gesunkenes Kulturgut, Pio
suggests that individual Danish ballads originated in one of three ways: as early medieval
market songs, sung for the marketplace and for people coming to trade wares and to learn

and perform new songs; as songs of a Renaissance aristocracy, emulating and replicating
older songs for a new social setting, the dance; and as popular skillingsviser (broadside

